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WE’RE MUSEUM
PROFESSIONALS
Exhibition
TOO: D e v e l o p m e n t

in Library Special
Collections
and Archives

LEARNING OBJECTIVES
1.		 Discuss how professional practice overlaps between archive, library,
		 and museum entities through the Special Collections and Archives
2.		 Summarize the exhibition development process used in the Wigton
		Heritage Center
3.		 Describe the lessons learned in the development of the Wigton
		 Heritage Center exhibitions

INTRODUCTION
In June 2021, the McGoogan Health Sciences Library opened the Wigton Heritage Center (WHC) on the campus of
the University of Nebraska Medical Center (UNMC). This facility is the first of its kind in the United States serving as a
welcome center for UNMC’s Omaha campus, and a museum of the history of the health sciences in Nebraska. The
special collections’ artifacts, archives, digital objects, rare books, and the historic building of University Hospital bring
this history to life. Yes—a library opened a museum.

employee, or patient family
member visiting the displays,
apart from seeing an employment
badge. Thus, the traditional
museum evaluation metrics of
visitor numbers and admission
revenues are not applicable here.
The exhibitions were funded
via private funds so donor
expectations are still of great
importance, but as part of a
public university, the first and
foremost stakeholders who need
to find value in the space are the
students.

The Wigton Heritage Center Leland and Dorothy Olson Atrium is a gathering space that encloses and preserves the historic façade of University Hospital.
A reading rail highlights the hospital’s 105-year history.
June 2021

ENCOURAGE PUBLIC INTERACTION
IN AN INSTITUTION CONCEIVED OF
AS EXCLUSIVE.
The public perception of UNMC
is that no one need come here if
they are not a student, a professor,
or in need of medical attention.
The Stanton D. Harn Dental Gallery and the Nebraska in World War I and College of Nursing exhibitions in the Wigton Heritage Center
Additionally, the campus itself
presents an intimidating space,
located in a high-traffic, urban
area, with a perceived lack
of public parking. All this conspires to make access by the general public difficult in the best of cases. Furthermore,
the Covid-19 pandemic, coupled with UNMC’s role in research and treatment thereof, has made the public’s desire
and ability to come to the campus marginal at best.
June 2021 and March 2022

DISCUSSION
Special Collection and Archives (SCA) professionals exist in a unique environment that utilizes three cultural heritage
and preservation professions—libraries, archives, and museums. The Wigton Heritage Center employs all three,
but especially museum practices for exhibition development, environmental monitoring, and curatorial practice.
A D J U S T M E N T S HAD T O B E M ADE T O T R ADI T I O NAL C U R AT O R I AL P R AC T I C E .
Exhibition presentation in the WHC exists outside of a traditional gallery setting. There are at least eight ways to enter
one of the three floors where exhibitions are displayed, so there is no ability to control traffic flow through a singular
museum entrance or direct viewers through the spaces. Each exhibit is confined to a singular case or panel
presentation that must encapsulate a story while also drawing a narrative arc that connects all the exhibitions
together. This was accomplished through color and design and also repetition of historical figures from the university’s
history.

The WHC opened in the early months of the pandemic when restrictions and public anxiety were high. Restrictions
remain in place including that all visitors to campus must be escorted by a UNMC employee. To combat this, virtual
tours have been the go-to for promoting the WHC outside campus and across the state. A full tour was recorded as
the WHC opened and is posted on YouTube. Additionally, staff offer “live virtual” tours of the WHC for interested
groups. Within the last month, the first high school field trip was welcomed in-person and programming development
is underway to host educational opportunities that fit Nebraska state standards for elementary and middle school
grades as well.

The biggest “uh oh” moment was realizing a Dunkin’ coffee bar and luncheon seating were projected to be directly
in the middle of the exhibits. It was built and is located only a few feet from two of the exhibition cases. Thankfully no
adverse environmental issues have occurred in the almost one year since opening. The cases are sealed and maintain
micro climates, which are monitored by Lascar temperature and relative humidity monitoring units. Cleaning and
access inside the cases is done outside of peak meal times.

These activities will be created and facilitated by SCA department members as there is no museum education
department for the WHC. The curators are the educators right now, but it is not far in the future where museum
educators could also find a professional home in the WHC setting.

CONCLUSION

PRESERVATION AND MUSEUM
PRACTICE IS BALANCED WITH
THE PRIORITIES OF THE UNIVERSITY.
Because the priority of UNMC is
focused on the faculty, staff,
and students, compromises like
the coffee bar in the middle of
the gallery must be negotiated.
While there was initial concern,
nothing adverse has been noted,
and the amount of engagement
has been excellent. Because this
area is a “hub” of campus, the
number of colleagues exposed to
the exhibitions and the feedback
from them about the exhibitions
has been excellent.
This feedback and the number of
on-campus and virtual visitors to
the WHC are the primary metrics
of SCA’s evaluation of the WHC’s
success. There is no admission
charge to visit and also no way to
know who is a student,

Exhibitions featuring Dr. Susan La Flesche Picotte, the first Native American physician, and highlights from the Marion Alberts infant feeder collection. Four
feet from these cases is the Dunkin’ coffee bar.
June 2021 and March 2022

Though employed by an
academic library, five of
the nine SCA employees
are experienced museum
professionals who produce
museum quality exhibitions
as well as K-12, adult, and
community programs and
events. They care for a
variety of object types
found in the typical museum
collection vaults and adhere
to the same professional
standards, within the confines
of their environments. UNMC is
not a unique case for this.
Libraries across the U.S.
need, and have, museum
professionals on their staffs.
Not specifically titled “Curators”
or “Collection Managers”, still the
responsibilities and professional
activities are the same.

Darby Kurtz, Archivist and Public Historian at McGoogan Library, leads a group of donors on a tour of the Wigton Heritage Center.
June 2021
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